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Since suffering losses in the last two congressional elections, the governing Alianza Republicana
Nacionalista (ARENA) has tried to reorganize and reorient itself through a shakeup of leadership,
improved public relations, and the possibility of forming an alliance with other parties against the
Farabundo Marti para la Liberacion Nacional (FMLN). After the March 2000 elections, the FMLN
had gained a plurality in the 84-seat Legislative Assembly and had made significant advances at
the local level, taking over the mayoralty of San Salvador (see EcoCentral, 1997-04-03, NotiCen,
2000-03-11).
Despite the electoral gains, the FMLN lost out in the selection of Assembly president through a
parliamentary maneuver by ARENA (see NotiCen, 2000-05-18). ARENA's successful effort to freeze
the FMLN out of the congressional leadership stirred up resentments even inside ARENA and led
to efforts to renovate the party. Polls showed public disapproval of the Assembly coup and indicated
that ARENA could lose the 2004 presidential election (see NotiCen, 2000-06-15).
Since the crisis deepened with the electoral loss in March, ARENA elders began to "refound"
the party. Walter Araujo was installed as party president in June, while the executive committee
(Consejo Ejecutivo Nacional, COENA) went through a shakeup to bring new leaders into positions
of power. Since then, COENA has promoted better training for party cadres, better internal party
communications, closer ties with the party's base, greater dissemination of the party's principles and
policies, and intensified fund-raising efforts.
A CID-Gallup poll in September indicated that ARENA's approval rating rose one percentage point
since the last poll in May to 23%. Its highest support levels were among the less educated and in
rural areas. Araujo attributed the gain to "one hundred days of work" since the renovation began.
By contrast, the FMLN dropped back six points to 15%, and its support was heaviest among those
with higher levels of education and in urban centers. Whether the poll means anything about the
outcome of the next election is unclear since 54% of those polled indicated no preference.
FMLN official Ileana Rogel said she was surprised by the low preference rating of her party, saying
there was nothing to justify it. But Araujo said the FMLN's decline was because of its opposition to
an ARENA funding plan for education and its support for a recent bus strike.

Former presidents out of advisory committee
In another move to open leadership positions, former Presidents Alfredo Cristiani (1989-1994) and
Armando Calderon Sol (1994-1999) were deprived of their seats on ARENA's political committee.
Until then, the elders automatically had seats on the party's advisory committee as ARENA
founders. Replacing them on the committee are Felipe Umana and Mauricio Gutierrez Castro, both
considered specialists in key policy areas.
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The concept for the new committee is that it will bring together experts who have served in
government but were not part of the party hierarchy. They are expected to advise on economic,
juridical, military, and other policy matters. Party faces internal dissent For the first time in its 19year history, the party is facing organized internal dissent strong enough to challenge the hierarchy.
In mid-September, ARENA Legislative Assembly Deputy Orlando Arevalo announced that the
Confederacion Nacional Campesina (CNC) would unite with the organization Movimiento Civico de
Solidaridad para la Salvacion Nacional.
The Movimiento includes representatives from agriculture, construction, transportation, and small
and medium-sized businesses. It has the support of labor unions from essential industries such as
electricity, the ports, and airports. Arevalo, president of the CNC, said that the Movimiento had
caused panic among conservatives and that the CNC's affiliation with it was the first time the rank
and file had rebelled against the party's leaders.
The Movimiento has planned a series of marches and a strike to protest ARENA's overall posture
and the administration's economic policies. Arevalo argues that the administration went wrong by
raising taxes and favoring imports over national production. "There are skilled professionals without
jobs....They have to emigrate to the United States to wash dishes," Arevalo said.
Two ARENA founders, Ricardo Valdivieso and Gloria Salguero Gross, denied press reports
suggesting they were behind Arevalo's rebellion. Both said the rumors and accusations came
from disaffected elements in the party who opposed the changes spearheaded by Araujo. The
challenge from the FMLN has also forced ARENA to consider forging an alliance with other parties
in preparation for the 2003 Assembly and local elections and the 2004 presidential election. ARENA
has never had to make the kind of deals with another party that would be required of an alliance
partner. Araujo said in September that the idea had been discussed but no decisions had been
made.
A party General Assembly Sept. 30, which will replace half the current COENA members, is
expected to further change ARENA's course. ARENA Assembly Deputy Carmen Elena Calderon
said she expects drastic changes to come out of the congress that will be "transcendent." Since the
March election losses, party leaders have stressed greater communication with the party's base, and
President Francisco Flores has traveled the country to absorb the views of voters.
At the same time, party founders such as Cristiani have advised adhering to the party' principles to
recoup its position. But an analysis of the ARENA renovation published in the weekly Proceso sees
a contradiction between ARENA's new populism and its founding principles. ARENA's principles
were based on anti-communism, said the analysis. Since the current threat comes from the former
guerrilla organization FMLN, the "messianic" statements by Cristiani and other founders are aimed
at reassuring the right, "whose interests may be threatened by the electoral ascent of the left," said
Proceso. "It is very probable that the changes announced by ARENA respond more to the will of
the right to protect its threatened interests than to the favors, the nobility, and the patriotism of the
founding group." [Sources: Proceso (El Salvador), 05/10/00; Prensa Grafica (El Salvador), 06/17/00; El
Diario de Hoy (El Salvador), 06/28/00, 09/15/00, 09/20/00; Notimex, 09/21/00]
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